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THE ISAAC B. ESSEX FAMILY— PIONEERS IN 
THREE COUNTIES. 

Read at the Meeting of the Stark County Old Settlers' Asso- 
ciation in Toulon, Illinois, 1918. 

William R. Sandham, Wyoming, HI. 

The State of Illinois was ten years old on the 3d day of 
December, 1828. At that time the two western townships 
of what is now Stark County, Illinois, were a part of Knox 
County, and the other six townships were a part of the then 
great County of Putnam. There were then no habitations of 
white people within its bounds. Even the Indians did not 
have in it a permanent home. It was to them only a good 
hunting ground, and they did not suspect the incoming of 
white settlers who were to change their beautiful and prolific 
hunting grounds of woodland and prairie into cultivated 
farms. 

But at the time mentioned — December, 1828 — there were 
very evident indications that a change was soon to take place, 
for on section 15 of what is now Essex township, an 
enterprising pioneer, Isaac B. Essex by name, could be seen 
getting ready to build a home in the wilderness for white 
people. He was busy cutting down trees, shaping the logs 
and preparing other necessary material. In April, 1829, as- 
sisted by other pioneers living in Peoria County, Mr. Essex 
put the prepared logs in place for the walls of the house. A 
roof was put on and a chimney built. The pioneer home was 
ready for occupancy and Mr. Essex and his family moved 
in. It was then that the settlement of what is now Stark 
County began. 

Isaac Bowen Essex, son of Thomas and Elizabeth 
(Bowen) Essex, was born near Charlottesville, Albemarle 
County, Virginia, January 29, 1800. He attended such 




ISAAC BOWEN ESSEX. 

First Settler of Stark County. Illinois. Born Albemarle County, Va. 1800. 

Came to Stark County in 1829. 
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schools as the state of Virginia afforded at that time and a 
few terms at the University of Virginia, which is located in 
Charlottesville, in his native county. He was married, Decem- 
ber 25, 1821, to Miss Isabella D. Williams, who was born in 
Albemarle County in 1797. 

Mr. and Mrs. Essex were strong believers in Christianity. 
They were equally as strong in their opposition to slavery, 
which then existed in Virginia. They believed that it was 
wrong to buy and sell and hold in bondage men and women 
who were made in the image of and were direct descendants 
of God. For that reason, as did the parents of John M. 
Palmer, Shelby M. Cullom and many others who came from 
slave-holding states to Illinois, they decided to seek a home 
in a free state. They left their home in Albemarle County 
in 1822 and lived a year in Bath County, in the western part 
of Virginia. In the spring of 1823, they moved to Ohio and 
rented a farm near Columbus, in Franklin County. Columbus 
was then a village of 1,500 people. They raised good crops, 
but there was no profitable market. Mr, Essex quit farming 
and taught school three winters. In the summer time he kept 
books for the contractor and builder of the Ohio Canal. 

In the fall of 1826 Mr. and Mrs. Essex loaded their be- 
longings in a "prairie schooner" and with a daughter named 
Elizabeth and two sons named Elijah and Elisha Jones, again 
turned their faces toward the west. They drove through Ohio 
and Indiana into Illinois, passing through the site of Bloom- 
ington, and on the night of November 26, 1826, they camped 
by the side of a big log on the east side of the Illinois Biver, 
opposite Fort Clark, where is now the city of Peoria. The 
next day they were ferried across the river in such small 
boats that the wagon had to be taken apart to get it across. 
They made the horses swim the river. Mr. Essex soon found 
employment among the settlers not far distant, with enough 
pay to keep his family through the winter. In the spring of 

1827 Mr. Essex rented some land near the site of the present 
Princeville. He sowed a bushel of apple seed, with the ex- 
pectation of starting a nursery. In the spring of 1828 Mr. 
Essex went to the Galena lead mines, leaving his family in 
Peoria County. He returned to Peoria County in the fall of 

1828 in the full belief that there was more money to be made 
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in farming than by working in lead mines. He then sold his 
apple trees as seedlings. Some of them were sold to a Fulton 
County man. From one of these trees came the famous 
Fulton County apple. 

The sale of his apple trees gave Mr. Essex some money 
to buy land. He bought the northeast quarter of section 15 
in what is now Essex township, in Stark County, from a land 
agent named Avery. Thus it was that Isaac B. Essex, in 
December, 1828, when the State of Illinois was ten years old, 
was getting ready to build a home in the wilderness, and in 
April, 1829, became with his wife and children the famous 
first settlers in what is now Stark County, Illinois. 

The northeast quarter of section 15 in Essex township, 
on which the first settlement in Stark County was made, was 
conveyed by the United States October 28, 1818 — the year 
Illinois became a State — to Eufus Stanley, in consideration 
of his services as a corporal in Hopkins y Company of Dra- 
goons in the War of 1812. Some time in the twenties it was 
sold for taxes by the State of Illinois to Ossian M. Ross for 
$1.82. Mr. Ross conveyed the quarter to Isaac B. Essex by 
warranty deed for $100. 

The pioneer home being built and occupied, Mr. Essex 
set about improving his land and doing some planting to raise 
a partial supply of food for the ensuing year. The meat 
supply was in a great measure provided for, as the surround- 
ing grove was full of game. Spoon River, which flows through 
the land, was well supplied with fish. The nearest mill was 
fifty miles away. To save time Mr. Essex made a mill of 
his own, by making a mortar in the end of a log, put in the 
grain and pounded it with a pestle hanging on a swing pole. 
Mr. Essex made rails and farmed by day, and after supper 
pounded grain for the next day's bread. Mrs. Essex wove 
the cloth for the family clothing, and later for the neighbors 
as the country became settled. By the spring of 1830 Mr. 
Essex had fenced several acres of land, on which he raised 
that year a good crop of potatoes and other vegetables and 
some corn. 

In the early part of the winter of 1830 and 1831, the father 
and mother of Isaac B. Essex, six of their sons, their only 
daughter and her husband, David Cooper, came to Illinois. 
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They arrived too late in the season to build a house, conse- 
quently they all lived at the Isaac B. Essex home all that 
winter. Mr. and Mrs. Cooper slept in a covered wagon. Some 
of the Essex family settled in what is now Stark County and 
became prominent in its development. The others settled in 
some of the nearby counties. During that winter of 1830 and 
1831 several Pottawattomie Indians passed through the 
country on their way to and from Peoria and Eock Island. 
They traveled mostly on snowshoes. One day, when some of 
the Essex brothers were hunting, they saw some of these 
snowshoe tracks in the snow. They hastened home to tell 
the family about tracks of some strange animal which they 
had seen. When the Indians made stops for the purpose of 
hunting they made good neighbors. They often did the Essex 
family favors and were favored in return. These favors 
were appreciated by both the Indians and the Essex family. 
During the Indian trouble in 1832, Isaac B. Essex and family 
lived in Peoria. While there Mr. Essex taught school. Both 
he and the Essex family claimed that he was the first teacher 
of white children in Peoria County. He moved back to his 
farm in 1833. 

Up to this time the nearest post office was Peoria, thirty 
miles away. In the year 1833 a postal route was established 
through what is now Stark County. The Spoon Eiver post 
office was located in the home of Isaac B. Essex, and he was 
appointed postmaster, giving him the distinction of being the 
first postmaster, as well as the first settler, in what is now 
Stark County. The mail was brought from Peoria once a 
week by a man on horseback. In this same year Mr. Essex 
became the agent of a man in New York, who had bought the 
bounty claims in the vicinity of several soldiers of the War 
of 1812. During the year of 1833, Mr. Essex was appointed 
a commissioner of the school fund of township 12, range 6 
(now Essex), and as such he sold the school section in said 
township February 4, 1834, for $968.70, nearly $1.51 an acre. 
At this time only two newspapers came to the Spoon Eiver 
post office. One of these came to Isaac B. Essex. 

One day in the fall of 1834, Mr. Essex and his two eldest 
boys were gathering corn on the part of the farm across 
Spoon Eiver from the farm buildings, when they saw a 
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prairie fire coming from the southwest. They hurried across 
the river, the boys by a foot bridge, Mr. Essex going by way 
of a ford. When they reached the home they found Mrs. 
Essex in a faint by the stable. By almost superhuman efforts, 
by carrying water in a bucket, she had saved the house and 
stable. A patch of corn and a stack of oats were burned. 

Mr. and Mrs. Essex were natural pioneers. They had an 
abundance of the qualities that are always needed in frontier 
settlements. One of these is contentment, another that of 
being happy in a pioneer home. They were both devoted 
church members. Mr. Essex was a Methodist, Mrs. Essex a 
Baptist. Their log house, being the largest in the neighbor- 
hood, was open for prayer and other church meetings, and 
for the religious services which were held by the itinerant 
preachers of those pioneer days in Illinois. These preachers 
were always welcomed by Mr. and Mrs. Essex, and when 
they came they were well cared for in their home. Some- 
times spelling bees and other gatherings were held in their 
home. In fact, the Essex home was what we call in these 
later days a community headquarters. 

In this pioneer home, the first in. Stark County, a son was 
born to Isaac B. Essex August 27, 1829. They named this son 
— the first white child born in what is now Stark County — 
Simeon. Two other children were born to Isaac B. Essex in 
this same pioneer home and named Ira and Mary. 

By the middle of the year 1835 Mr. and Mrs. Essex had 
their farm fairly well improved, and it made them what they 
considered a very desirable home. They had no thought of 
ever selling it. A man named Christopher Sammis asked 
Mr. Essex what he would take for it. Mr. Essex named a 
price so high that he thought no one would give it. To his 
great surprise Mr. Sammis accepted the offer. Then the Isaac 
B. Essex family had to find a new home. 

In the fall of 1835 Mr. Essex went to what is now Drury 
township, in the southwest corner of Rock Island County, 
where he bought 320 acres of land. Later he bought 380 
acres more. He was the second white man to buy land in 
the township, thus opening the way for his family to again 
become pioneers. He bargained for the building of a house 
and returned to his Spoon River home for the moving of his 
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family, his stock and his other personal property to the new 
home. He had a considerable number of horses, cattle, sheep 
and hogs. The horses were used by horseback riders to drive 
the stock. The household goods and other property were 
loaded on wagons, which were drawn by oxen. It was a slow 
journey. In several places roads had to be made and bridges 
built. It took them ten days to go from the old home to the 
new, a distance of eighty miles. 

In a few years Mr. Essex had a large part of his land 
under cultivation and in pasture. He became one of the most 
prosperous farmers in Eock Island County. This new Essex 
home was the largest in the neighborhood, and it became a 
community center, similar to the old home on Spoon River. 
The traveling preacher was welcomed as before. 

Mr. and Mrs. Essex's daughter Elizabeth, their first born, 
died in 1842. The son named Ira died in 1854 and the daugh- 
ter named Mary died in 1856. The parents of Mr. Essex died 
in Essex township, Stark County, in 1853. Mrs. Isaac B. 
Essex, the hardworking and industrious pioneer wife and 
mother, died September 8, 1859. She was buried in the Essex 
cemetery, which is a part of the farm bought in 1835. 

Soon after the death of his wife Mr. Essex visited a son 
near Helena, Arkansas. There he became acquainted with 
Mrs. Elizabeth J. Carver, to whom he was married, after 
consulting his sons, January 3, 1860. 

Mr. Essex and his second wife lived on the farm in Rock 
Island County until 1865. He then gave 500 acres of his land 
to the sons of his first marriage and rented the other 200 
acres. Mrs. Essex wanted to move back to Arkansas. Mr. 
Essex did not want to live in what was once a slave state. 
They compromised and moved to Union County, almost in 
the extreme south part of Illinois. They bought a farm near 
Dongola, on which they lived until the death of Mr. Essex, 
caused by being injured by some cattle which were fighting 
and which he tried to separate, November 7, 1877. The body 
was taken to his old home in Rock Island County and buried 
by the side of his first wife. He willed the land in Union 
County to his second wife and the land in Rock Island County 
to their children. 
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Isaac B. Essex and his first wife had seven children, 
three of whom were born in what is now Stark County. He 
and his second wife had five children. 

There are no descendants of Isaac B. Essex now living 
in Stark County, nor is there anyone by the name of Essex 
living in the county. George Cooper of Wyoming, Illinois, 
is the son of Isaac B. Essex's sister, Ellen, sometimes called 
Nellie. Mrs. Sarah Reynolds and Mrs. James Troxel of 
Wyoming are granddaughters of his brother, Joseph, the 
pioneer blacksmith of Toulon, Illinois, who died in Penn 
township in 1876. Truman B. Essex, son of the first mar- 
riage of Isaac B. Essex, born in Rock Island County, July 12, 
1837, is still living. His home is at Carmen, Woods County, 
Oklahoma. Of the three children who came to what is now 
Stark County in April, 1829, Elizabeth died in Rock Island 
County soon after her marriage in 1842. Elijah died in Rock 
Island County, December 21, 1891, and Elisha Jones died in 
McPherson, McPherson County, Kansas, September 1, 1901. 
The son Simeon, first white child born in Stark County, died 
at Rockford, Gage County, Nebraska, July 8, 1901. All of 
the children of the second marriage are still living. Levi 
Essex and Mrs. Isabelle Dillow live in Union County, Illinois ; 
Mrs. Ida Siefke and Mrs. Emma Hessling live in East St. 
Louis, Illinois, and Mrs. Anna Smith lives in New Albany, 
Indiana. Mrs. Elizabeth J. Essex, the second wife of Isaac 
B. Essex, aged 89 years, was living at the home of her daugh- 
ter, Mrs. Isabelle Dillow, in Dongola, Illinois, when this sketch 
was written in 1918. 

Isaac B. Essex was a man of considerable education and 
general information. He was always an advanced leader in 
promoting all good work in the communities where he lived. 
Traditions bring down to us that Mrs. Isabella Essex, the 
pioneer wife and mother, was a very faithful and efficient 
helpmate. Mr. Essex was greatly interested in the improve- 
ment of all kinds of farm livestock, especially when he lived 
in Rock Island County. 

A large part of the material used in the preparation of 
this sketch was obtained from manuscript left by Isaac B. 
Essex, now in the possession of his daughter, Mrs. Emma 
Hessling of East St. Louis, Illinois. 




SIMEON ESSEX. 
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Simeon Essex, Staek County's First Born. 

(Eead at the meeting of the Stark County Old Settlers' 
Association in Toulon, Illinois, 1918.) 

Simeon Essex, the first white child born in what is now 
Stark County, Illinois, son of Isaac B. and Isabella D. Essex, 
was born August 27, 1829, in the first house built by white 
people in the county, on section 15 of what is now Essex 
township. The boy Simeon was taken by his parents to what 
is now Drury township, in the southwest corner of Bock 
Island County, Illinois, in November, 1835. He was taught 
to read and spell in the spare moments of his father and 
mother, his sister and two elder brothers. Later he learned 
to write and "do sums" in a log school house in the neighbor- 
hood. Meanwhile he helped his father and brothers in doing 
the necessary farm chores. Later he did a man's work on 
his father's farm, as required by the needs of farm life in 
those pioneer days. After he became of age he learned the 
trade of a mason, which he followed more or less regularly 
all his life. When not working at his trade he was engaged 
in farming. 

When Simeon Essex grew to manhood he married, on 
March 4, 1849, his cousin, Miss Dorinda Essex, daughter of 
Joseph Essex, pioneer blacksmith of Toulon, Illinois. She 
was born December 21, 1830. Mr. and Mrs. Essex made their 
home in Bock Island County until 1869, when they moved to 
Cerro Gordo County, Iowa. Late in the year 1870 the family 
started to move to Eldorado, Butler County, Kansas, in cov- 
ered wagons. While on the way Mrs. Essex became ill and 
died in the wagon in which they were moving, in the early 
part of December, 1870. 

Mr. Essex lived at Eldorado, Kansas, until he went to 
live with his son, Simeon Francis Essex, at Bockford, Gage 
County, Nebraska, in the spring of 1900. 

In March, 1874, Simeon Essex was married the second 
time to Mrs. Mary Dennison, who died in 1885. He was 
married the third time in November, 1897, to Mrs. Mary Hil- 
lard, who died in 1898. 

Simeon Essex, Stark County's first born, died at the home 
of his son at Bockford, Gage County, Nebraska, July 8, 1901. 
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He was buried in the Stark cemetery, six miles southeast of 
where he died. 

Six of the ten children of Simeon Essex and his first wife, 
two sons and four daughters, are still living, five in Kansas 
and one in Missouri. 

The memoranda from which the greater part of this 
sketch was compiled was obtained from Mrs. Ida Belle Essex, 
a granddaughter of Simeon Essex. She is the wife of Ben- 
nett Essex, a grandson of Isaac B. Essex, the first white 
settler of Stark County, Illinois. Mr. and Mrs. Bennett Essex 
live on a farm near Beatrice, Gage County, Nebraska. 



